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TheHistory of the MasonStateTree

Nurseryandhow it hasevolvedinto

the major operationit is today is as

enrichedas the plant life it grows.

TheMasonStateTreeNurseryis the

largest producer of native Illinois

wildflower seed east of the

Mississippi, with a high product

quality they can guarantee. The

nursery has thrived since its

inceptionin the 1930s, encountering

manychallengesalongtheway.

The MasonNurserywas established

in the1930ôsto supplytreeseedlings

to what was to becomeSandRidge

State Forest. Sand Ridge State

Forest started out of tax-reverted,

homesteadground. Homesteaders

who originally clearedthe groundto

grow cropsfoundthatthesandysoils

were not capable of producing

enoughcrops to survive on. They

then abandoned the homestead

propertywhich revertedto the State

sometimein the20ôsand30ôs. With

the Great Depression came the

formation of the Civilian

Conservation Corps (CCC) with

camps establishedin Forest City

and Manito. Seedlingsfrom the

Mason StateNurserywere planted

on what is now SandRidge State

Forest by workers from the CCC

camps. Any of thepineplantations

on Sand Ridge State Forest today

dateback to the planting efforts of

the Civilian ConservationCorpsin

the1930ôs. Throughoutthedecades

the nursery has expandedbeyond

growing just treesto includenative

shrubs, native grasses and

wildflowers andwetlandplant seed

mixes.

Fall is thebusiesttime at theMason

State Tree Nursery. During this

time, they begin harvestingnative

seedsby hand, sorting and drying

each crop. Itôsalso a time to

fumigatethegroundbeforeplanting

new nuts and seedsfor nextyearôs

crop. This fall, about 15 acresof

land will be fumigated, a process

wherechemicalgasis injectedinto

the ground to kill off weed seed,

Workers  hand collect forb seeds at the Mason State Tree Nursery
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bugs,crittersandanythingelsethatwould interferewith

thesuccessof producingthepurestproductsaspossible.

After fumigation, they leavethe plastic sheetingon the

treatedgroundfor abouta week or two and then let it

aeratefor anotherweek before planting tree nuts and

forb seeds. As the temperaturesdrop in November,the

nurserywill harvesttheir treeseedlingsto placein one

of severalcoldstoragefacilitiesthroughthewinter.

After a much-neededbreak in December,staff at the

nurserywill beginsortingandgradingthe treeseedlings

in Januarybasedon sizeandheight and take inventory

of eachvariety before taking orders in February. The

nurserywill takeordersandship throughoutthe Spring.

During the Summer,staff are busy growing the plants

and trees in the fields and in pots, irrigating and

fertilizing, while constantlyperformingmaintenancein

mostof areasof theagednursery.
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The Mason State Tree Nursery producesabout 1

million treesand shrubseachyear, along with about

1000lbs. of nativeshortgrassspeciesand3000lbs. of

native wild flower seed. The Illinois Departmentof

Transportationis the largest single purchaserof the

nurseryôsseedand plant stock, buying about half of

what the nurseryproducesannuallyfor their roadside

pollinator initiative, ñOperationHabitatò,with private

land ownersbeing their secondlargestconsumerof

nurserystock. Thenurseryhasrecentlypartneredwith

the Pollinator Partnership,a world-wide non-profit

group dedicated solely to promote the health of

pollinators. PollinatorPartnershipvolunteersacross

Native seeds are stored in one of the seven cold storage units 

on Mason State Nursery Property

A Great Spangled Fritillary enjoys the nectar from asters at the nursery

ñEverything 

we produce 

here is native 

Illinois 

ecotype,ò 
~ Dave Horvath, Mason State Tree 

Nursery Manager, a.k.a. Jack-of-all-

trades for the last 25 years. 

Plum seed drying out before it is processed 

and cleaned at the nursery



Page 3

All thenativeflower seedat MasonStateis handpicked. ñSo,

we can pretty much guaranteethat thereis no weedseedin

our product,òsaid Horvath. Though handpicking their

productensuresbetterquality, it alsoposesa majorchallenge

for thenurseryandextrahelpis hiredfor collectingtheprized

seed. One of the manychallengesthat MasonStatefacesis

man-power. Goingfrom a staff of around40peopleyearsago

to now only 5 full time employees,posesmany issues. The

nurseryis constantlylooking for seedcollectorsacrossthe

stateto helpgatherIllinois nativeseedsfor their inventory.

the nationsendmilkweedandothernativeforb seedsfor the

nurseryto processand cleanbeforesendingit to Pollinator

Partnershipôsheadquarters. This year Mason State did

$25,000of in-kind laborfor thePartnership.

Rows of healthy red oak seedlings grow between the nurseryôs much 

needed irrigation system

Most of the original seedscollectedfor Mason

StateTree Nursey was done by IDNR staff at

relativelyundisturbedplaceslike old graveyards

and rail road tracks. So, setting priorities and

timing is everythingwhenrunningthis largeof a

nursery.

Another major challengethe MasonStateTree

Nurseryfacesis gettingtheir productmarketed,

sold and out the door. The Nurserysits in the

middle of nowhere in Mason County and its

very costly to ship treesand potted plantsand

shrubsto individuals. In the past,MasonState

suppliedtheproductandseedlingsfor theForest

DevelopmentAct. This programallowedprivate

land owners to develop forestry management

plans for their land through the division of

Forestry and Mason State would provide the

treesfor thoseplansfor free. Now theFDA only

has a few left-over contracts,when they were

onceoneof MasonStateôslargestcustomers.Cleaned and processed seed ready to go into their mixes

Prairie Blazing Star in bloom at the Nursery
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MasonStateTree Nurseryholds acresand acresof hiddentreasure. Itôsuniquein that it only grows native

Illinois product,andcanalmostguaranteethatno otherplant invaderswill bein their mixes. Sinceits inception,

MasonStateTreeNurseryhasbeendedicatedto Illinois nativeplant life, but lack of funding andman-power

threatenstheir thriving facility. With assistancein funding, marketingand getting their productout the door,

MasonStatecancontinueto thrive for manyyearsto come.

Seed that has been separated from its outer coating and  ready 

to be dried and stored until needed.

A variety of seed lay in drying racks as fans blow throughout the room, gently drying these little treasures at the nursery

Various unique machines are used to clean different types of 

seeds.  This one uses water to wash away to the fleshy seed 

coating and the seeds stay in the container


